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[image: ] To my father,
  who taught me to be a proud Arabian.



To my mother,

thank you for the love you put in every meal.

Your love lives on in my kitchen.
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introduction

My family immigrated to Canada when I was very young. I remember arriving in the middle of the winter and seeing snow for the first time.

A new beginning, where I had to learn a new language, make friends and get used to wearing mittens and boots. While all of this was challenging at times, my constant comfort was coming home to a kitchen filled with the most enticing smells, lovingly created by my mother. Our kitchen was the heart of our home. She would pack my school lunch with sandwiches made from homemade pita bread, filling them with hummus (which was not yet a household word in North America!), labneh, falafel and za’atar. My classmates, being curious, wanted to know where I was from. “You tell them you are Arrrrabian,” my father advised, accentuating the r. But this answer only made them want to know more. The questions followed: “Is your father a sheikh?” “Does he have camels?” “Is he rich?” They were relentless. I was only too happy to invite these inquisitive friends home for lunch. They tasted my mother’s cooking and, of course, loved it. The teasing eventually stopped, my “exotic” lunches became a hit and soon I was filling daily requests for falafel. I learned at age seven that we all share one thing and that is a love for food.

Much has been written about the legendary hospitality of the Arabs and our love of good food. Eating is an integral part of our life. We take it very seriously. For us, the age-old tradition of breaking bread is an honorable experience. This cookbook is my passionate attempt to showcase the diverse cuisine I grew up with, a cuisine that encompasses the Eastern Mediterranean, North Africa and the Middle East, a sophisticated food culture that has evolved over hundreds of years and was deeply influenced by the great Persian and Turkish civilizations. With the region situated at the crossroads of the spice route, Arabic cuisine naturally flourished and spread: the Arabs of long ago took their newly found ingredients – pine nuts, eggplants, pistachios, sugar, sesame, saffron, cinnamon, rice – and their farming and irrigation skills to places like Spain and Sicily. Sicilian cooking still uses so many Arabic ingredients and methods. Recently, I’ve been struck by how many well-known TV chefs are now looking to the Middle East for inspiration, incorporating ingredients such as sumac, harissa, tahini, saffron, rosewater and pomegranate molasses.
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While the evolution of food traditions continues to fascinate me, this book is not meant to be a historical account of Arabic cooking. Rather, it is a collection of recipes I grew up with, the foods my mother cooked for our family, the dishes that brought comfort and joy to our hearts. One of the best skills I learned from my mother was to cook, as she would say, “with my eyes,” and to keep tasting along the way. She always allowed us to experiment in the kitchen, even if it meant making a mess. This gave me the confidence to cook with no fear. Even though my attempts weren’t always successful, she would taste it and say, “It is better than mine.” She, incidentally, had an amazing talent for “cracking the code” of any dish she tasted in a restaurant, re-creating a better version of it at home the next day.

Over the years of eating at my mother’s table, of teaching cooking classes, of gracing my own table with enthusiastic, food-loving friends and of simply cooking for my own family, I’ve learned so much about other cultures, exchanged many recipes and simply savored good times. This book is the result.

The dishes that follow are divided into five chapters, Breakfast being the first, followed by Mezze, Lunch, Dinner and lastly Dessert. I want to share with you the foods and the times they are typically eaten. Use these recipes as a guide, but follow your instincts and your senses, too. Cooking is a delicious adventure!
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cook’s notes

I am not rigid about measurements. My approach to cooking is relaxed. Use the recipes in this book as a guide and follow your instincts. Cooking is a sensual experience; all of the senses are present when you are cooking. If I do measure I just use standard ½-cup and 1-cup measurements. I find it easier. I use pinches and handfuls often. I could not measure herbs so a handful seems more real to me.

Feel free to use my recipes as a guideline bearing in mind my suggestions and then make it your own by increasing and decreasing an ingredient. Just read through the recipe entirely before making it.


	I certainly have my share of fancy utensils and favorite Le Creuset pots that I love to cook in, but truly good home-cooked Arabic meals are made with few tools and lots of love and soul. That said, it doesn’t hurt to have a few indispensable gadgets like a food processor to make some jobs a breeze.



	There is no replacement for a mortar and pestle to crush garlic and onions and expose the scents of spices.



	I like to use a handheld electric mixer to really get at my ingredients.



	Long before there were spoons, there were hands, and they are our best tools. Don’t be afraid to get in and touch the food. Taste as you cook and smell and taste again to experience the process and the changes that occur.





Throughout the book:


	eggs are large and organic



	chicken is free range and organic



	oranges and lemons are unwaxed when a recipe asks for zest (scrub well with warm water before zesting)



	olive oil is extra virgin





Tips:


	I toast nuts like almonds, pistachios and pine nuts and store them in the fridge in sealed glass jars.



	I fry my own Arabic croutons and store them in sealed bags in the freezer.



	I clarify my own butter (see this page) and keep it in a sealed jar in the fridge.



	I like the mildness of sea salt.



	I make simple syrup (see recipe this page) and keep it in a sealed jar to have on hand for when I have the urge to make something sweet.
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breakfast

Breakfast does not have to be complicated. It could be as simple as a perfectly fried egg sprinkled with tart sumac and fresh thyme with a bowl of olives on the side. Mornings are a nice time to do some light baking, whether it is scones sweetened with dates, savory cheese buns or a perfectly baked egg nestled in sautéed spinach. The aromas will put a smile on anyone’s face.

Listening to the sweet angelic voice of Fairouz on the stereo while savoring a fresh cup of coffee is the way I start my mornings. I love laid-back weekend mornings when breakfast is the main event. Breakfast at my mother’s table was always a medley of textures and flavors. And I ve carried on that same tradition.

Besides the choice of breakfast recipes in this section, feel free to include dishes from the mezze chapter on your breakfast table.
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Manaqeesh za’atar is a common snack all over the Arab world and can be eaten anytime of the day. Basically it is a flatbread with a dry za’atar and olive oil topping. There are endless choices of toppings. Manaqeesh is the generic name for these breads. I love to combine fresh wild thyme, green onions and tomatoes as an alternative topping. Caramelized onions, spinach, labneh, eggs and cheese are also delicious options.
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Cheese and Za’atar Flatbread

Makes 8 small flatbreads



	3½ cups flour

	1 Tbsp salt

	1 Tbsp sugar

	1 tsp instant dry yeast

	2 Tbsp olive oil

	1¼ cups lukewarm water

	1 cup za’atar (spice mixture with dried thyme)

	½ cup extra virgin olive oil

	1 lb akkawi cheese, mozzarella or a combination of both (or of any white cheese you like)





In a large bowl mix the flour, salt, sugar and yeast. Pour in the 2 Tbsp oil and the water gradually. Mix to form a dough. Turn out onto a floured surface and knead for 5 minutes until the dough becomes elastic and smooth. Place in a greased bowl and cover with a damp cloth. Leave to rise in a draft-free place for 1½ hours until it doubles in size. Cut the dough into 8 equal parts and shape into balls. Dust with a little flour and cover with a towel. Leave to rest for an additional 30 minutes.

Preheat the oven to 400°F.

Combine the za’atar and the ½ cup olive oil to make the topping. Shred the cheese and leave aside.

On a floured surface, flatten each ball and with a rolling pin roll into a circle of approximately 6–8 inches. Place on greased baking sheets and spread the za’atar/oil mixture on some of the circles leaving a ½-inch border. Do the same for the cheese flatbreads. Use your fingers to spread the fillings evenly. Pinch and crimp the edges to create a decorative border. Bake in the preheated oven for 10–12 minutes until lightly golden, and serve hot.
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I had a ritual of making these buns on Fridays as an after-school snack for my children. Friends would pop in unexpectedly as I was pulling them out of the oven. The surprise visits became regular and always on a Friday. I later discovered that my son, Mahmoud, was spreading the word to come to our house to eat because “my mum makes so much food, plenty for everyone.” Well, he was right. And I always loved those moments in my kitchen with my children and their friends.
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Halloumi/Feta Cheese Bread Rolls

Makes 9 rolls



	2 cups flour

	½ tsp salt

	1 Tbsp sugar

	1 Tbsp instant dry yeast

	1 cup lukewarm water

	½ cup yogurt

	¼ cup extra virgin olive oil




	3–4 oz halloumi cheese, shredded

	2 oz Parmesan cheese, grated

	3–4 oz feta cheese, crumbled

	½ handful fresh thyme, stems removed, chopped

	¼ cup fresh mint, chopped

	1 Tbsp olive oil

	¼ cup sesame seeds





Place the flour in a large bowl with the salt, sugar and yeast. Stir to combine. Add the water, yogurt and ¼ cup oil and mix to form a dough. Turn out onto a floured surface and knead for 10 minutes until the dough becomes smooth and elastic. Put back into the bowl, cover with a damp cloth and leave to rise in a dark draft-free place for 1½ hours.

Scatter all the cheeses and herbs on the dough and knead gently to incorporate. Divide and form the dough into 9 equal-sized balls and place side by side in a parchment-lined 9-inch-square baking pan. Cover with a damp cloth and leave to rise again for 30 minutes.

Preheat the oven to 400°F. Brush the risen buns with 1 Tbsp olive oil, sprinkle sesame seeds on top and bake for 15 minutes until lightly golden. Serve hot straight from the oven.

A frittata with buttery sweet eggplant in the center. The mint is the right herb to complement the eggplant’s mildness and the nuts add a sweet crunch. A dish I enjoy anytime, breakfast, lunch or dinner, with a nice salad.
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Eggplant Frittata

4 servings



	3 eggplants

	¼ cup olive oil and peanut oil, mixed

	1 onion, finely chopped

	6 cloves garlic, minced

	3 Tbsp olive oil

	8 organic eggs

	¼ cup milk

	1 tsp nutmeg

	salt and pepper

	¼ cup parsley, chopped

	¼ cup fresh mint, chopped

	½ cup toasted pine nuts, plus more to garnish





Preheat the oven to 400°F.

Peel and slice the eggplant into about ¾-inch rounds. Brush both sides with ¼ cup oil and place on a baking sheet. Roast in the hot oven until golden. Turn halfway through roasting. Remove and set aside to cool. Leave the oven on while you prepare the frittata. In a large ovenproof frying pan sauté the onion and garlic in the olive oil until soft. Cut the eggplant into cubes and add to the pan, stirring gently. Beat the eggs, milk, seasonings, parsley and mint. Pour over the eggplant mixture. Sprinkle some of the pine nuts on top. Cook on medium heat until eggs just begin to set. Place the frying pan in the hot oven to finish cooking. The frittata will become fluffy. Cook for no longer than 5 minutes. Remove the frittata from the oven, garnish with more pine nuts and slice into wedges.

Serve with a fresh tomato and mint salad.

Tomato and Mint Salad

4 servings



	2 cups cherry tomatoes, sliced in half

	2 green onions, sliced thin (whites only)

	juice of 1 lemon

	¼ cup fresh mint, chopped

	salt and pepper

	extra virgin olive oil





Toss all the ingredients together and drizzle with olive oil. Serve immediately.

[image: ]

[image: ]

A nice way to serve eggs for breakfast. They can be prepared all at once ahead of time. An unexpected surprise waits at the bottom. Not knowing is half the fun! Here I’ve made a spinach filling, but feel free to put in any of the other additions I suggested.
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Middle Eastern Baked Eggs

6 servings



	6 organic eggs

	2 Tbsp crème fraîche (or cream)

	salt and pepper

	unsalted butter, to coat ramekins



Sautéed Spinach Filling


	2 Tbsp olive oil

	2 cloves garlic, sliced thinly

	1 small onion, diced

	4 cups fresh, washed baby spinach leaves

	1 tsp nutmeg

	1 tsp sumac

	salt and pepper

	toasted hazelnuts, chopped, to garnish

	toasted pine nuts, to garnish





Additions: fresh thyme, fresh tarragon, chives, za’atar, feta cheese, dukkah (see this page), sautéed potatoes with fresh cilantro

In a large frying pan sauté the garlic and onion in olive oil until soft. Slice the spinach coarsely and add to the onions. Stir to combine and allow to wilt and cook for 5 minutes. Sprinkle in the nutmeg, sumac, salt and pepper. Taste to adjust the seasonings. Allow to cool completely.

Heat the oven to 375°F. Butter six ½-cup ramekins. Place the sautéed spinach mixture and any of the additions in the bottom of each ramekin.

Crack an egg into each ramekin. Put 1 teaspoon of crème fraîche beside, not touching, the egg yolk. Season with salt and pepper. Put the ramekins in a deep-sided baking pan. Pour hot water into the pan to reach halfway up the sides of the ramekins. Bake for 5–6 minutes until cooked but slightly wobbly in the center. Serve with toasted pita wedges and garnish with toasted hazelnuts and pine nuts and/or more sumac.

Crispy Pita Wedges

Preheat oven to 375°F. Split 6 small pita breads. (You will have 12 rounds.) Stack 3 at a time and use a pizza cutter to cut into triangles. Spread out on a baking sheet. Brush lightly with olive oil. Season with sea salt and black pepper. Bake until golden and crisp. Store any extra in a sealable container.

I love this cheese. Its saltiness is a nice foil to many sweet items, including watermelon and grapes. By frying it, its blandness is elevated to a delightful bite of crisp on the outside and soft on the inside. A sweet tea is definitely the drink to have with halloumi cheese. I also serve it as part of a mezze spread and often in salads.
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Fried Halloumi Cheese

4 servings



	1 lb halloumi cheese

	flour

	2 Tbsp clarified butter





Slice the cheese so that you have 4 rectangular slices, and cut each slice into 2 triangles. Blot dry on a paper towel and dredge each piece in some flour. In a large nonstick frying pan heat the butter and fry the halloumi until golden on both sides.

Serve immediately while hot. Fresh tomatoes and olives on the side are a must. Fresh herbs like mint and thyme go well with this cheese.
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Fattet hummus is a layered dish traditionally eaten for breakfast. With each spoonful you taste the crunch of the bread, the warm earthiness of the chickpeas, the tangy cool yogurt and the sweet richness of the nuts. It’s a perfect parfait of flavors and textures.
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Chickpeas with Yogurt Topping and Pita Croutons (Fattet Hummus)

6 servings



	2 cups cooked chickpeas, rinsed and drained if canned

	2 cups full-fat yogurt

	3 Tbsp tahini

	3 cloves garlic, mashed

	juice of 1 lemon

	2 cups pita croutons

	½ cup toasted chopped pistachios

	½ cup toasted slivered almonds

	½ cup toasted pine nuts





In a saucepan, heat the chickpeas over medium heat and set aside, keeping warm.

To make the sauce, put in a bowl the yogurt, tahini and half of the garlic. Mix well until creamy and set aside. Mix the remaining garlic with the lemon juice to make a dressing, and set aside.

In 6 individual small clear glass bowls, place a layer of the pita croutons in the bottom and drizzle a little of the garlic-lemon dressing on top. Drain and spoon some hot chickpeas on the crispy bread layer. Next, pour on the prepared yogurt sauce. Garnish with all of the nuts or pick one you especially like. Serve immediately.

Pita Croutons



	2 large pita breads

	½ cup peanut oil





Split the pitas and pull apart to make 4 rounds. Cut up into small squares. Heat the peanut oil (not too hot) in a large frying pan. Fry half the amount of bread until golden and crisp. Remove and drain on absorbent paper. Fry the second batch the same way. Store any extras in sealed bags and keep in the freezer for future use.

My daughter Mimi went through a phase where she would only eat za’atar sandwiches for her school lunch. I used pita bread, buns, crackers and anything I could think of to deliver her favorite snack in a different way. This is how these croissants were born. It’s a soft bread dough filled with za’atar and rolled like a croissant. I still make a big batch and freeze extras for when her friends Tala, Gaby and Lana come to visit. They are a welcome treat for breakfast or as an afternoon snack.
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Za’atar Croissants

Makes 48 croissants



	6 cups flour

	3 Tbsp powdered milk

	1 tsp salt

	1 Tbsp sugar

	2 Tbsp instant dry yeast

	2 Tbsp olive oil

	2½ cups lukewarm water

	1 cup za’atar (spice mix with dried thyme)

	¾ cup olive oil




	¼ cup milk

	¼ cup sesame seeds





In a large bowl, put 4 cups of the flour, milk powder, salt, sugar and yeast and stir to combine. Add the 2 Tbsp oil and water and whisk together. Mix well. Add the remaining flour but only enough to make the dough come together. On a floured surface knead for 5 minutes. Place the dough back in the bowl and brush with a little olive oil. Cover with a damp cloth and leave to rise for 1½ hours until it doubles in size.

Preheat the oven to 400°F.

Mix the za’atar and the ¾ cup olive oil to make a paste. Set aside.

Divide the dough into 6 portions. Roll out one portion on a floured surface to form an 8-inch circle. With a knife, cut 8 triangles of equal size (like cutting a pizza). Put a spoonful of the za’atar and oil mixture in the center of the large part of each triangle. Roll up away from you starting from the large side toward the pointed end of the triangle to make a croissant. Place on a baking sheet that has been lightly greased with vegetable oil. Brush each croissant with a little milk and sprinkle some sesame seeds on top. Bake in the hot oven until lightly golden, approximately 15 minutes.
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I like crepes more than pancakes since they are much lighter. This is a take on the well-known atayef bil ashta, which is basically a mini crepe folded in half, filled with clotted cream and drizzled with rose-flavored syrup. For a lighter option, use ricotta cheese. This is a great breakfast dish, with which I like to serve mangoes or strawberries. When in season, figs or apricots are a delicious alternative.
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Mango and Ricotta–Filled Crepes with Rose Syrup

Makes 15 crepes



	1 cup flour

	3 Tbsp sugar

	pinch of salt

	2 eggs

	1⅓ cups milk

	½ cup heavy cream

	½ cup ground pistachios

	½ tsp vanilla

	½ tsp orange blossom water

	¼ cup clarified butter




	2 ripe mangoes

	1 cup rose syrup (see recipe this page)



Ricotta Filling


	1 lb ricotta cheese

	zest of 1 orange

	½ cup honey

	½ cup pistachios, chopped, reserving some for garnish





Peel and slice the mangoes and put aside.

Mix the ricotta cheese, orange zest, honey and nuts and keep in the fridge while you make the crepes.

To make the crepe batter, put flour, sugar and salt in a bowl. Add the eggs and whisk well. Stir in half the milk to incorporate, then add the rest of the milk and cream to make a creamy batter. Stir in the pistachios and leave to rest for at least 1 hour.

Add the vanilla and orange blossom water and stir to mix. Brush a crepe pan or any nonstick frying pan lightly with clarified butter and heat. Using a ladle, pour a little batter and tilt the pan to cover thinly. Cook for 1 minute until little holes appear and turn over to cook for half a minute more. Place the cooked crepes on a platter, stacking them with wax paper separating the layers.

Place some filling and a few slices of mango in the middle of each crepe and fold twice. Drizzle with rose syrup and garnish with chopped pistachio nuts. Serve.

Foul m’dammas is a dip traditionally eaten for breakfast, but it can also be a healthy protein-packed snack for anytime of the day. Scoop morsels with pita bread and enjoy with sliced tomatoes, sliced cucumbers and fresh mint on the side.
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Fava Bean Dip

4 servings



	10 oz (about 1½ cups) canned fava beans (also sold as “broad beans”)

	2 cloves garlic, mashed

	juice of 1 lemon

	1 tsp cumin

	1 hot red chili, seeded and chopped

	sea salt

	½ cup parsley, chopped

	1 tomato, diced

	extra virgin olive oil





In a saucepan heat the fava beans and the liquid from the can until it boils, and then remove the saucepan from the heat. Using a slotted spoon, remove the fava beans from the water and place in a bowl. Add the mashed garlic, lemon juice, cumin and chili. Lightly mash the mixture, keeping most of the beans whole. Season with salt. If the mixture is too thick add some of the cooking water to loosen it. To serve, place the fava bean dip in a bowl, garnish with the parsley and diced tomatoes and drizzle with the olive oil.

Serve hot with fresh pita bread, along with sliced tomatoes, hot peppers and fresh mint on the side.
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The ultimate combination of fried eggs, sausages na’aniq and hash browns. The familiar can be comforting but so is waking up your taste buds to new flavors. The eggs are sprinkled with tangy sumac, the sausages are bursting with a blend of special spices and the hash browns are crisp and infused with cilantro. The texture of these tasty sausages is enhanced with pine nuts. These sausages also make a good mezze option.
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Arabic-Style Fried Eggs

4 servings



	2 Tbsp clarified butter (or olive oil)

	8 organic eggs

	salt and pepper

	1 Tbsp sumac





Heat the butter (or oil) in a large cast-iron or nonstick frying pan. Crack the eggs one by one into the hot pan. Season with salt and pepper. Sprinkle the sumac on top. Cook the eggs to your liking.

Arabic-Style Hash Browns

4–6 servings



	4 large russet potatoes

	2 cloves garlic, mashed

	½ cup fresh cilantro, chopped

	1 tsp paprika

	½ tsp cayenne pepper

	salt and pepper

	¼ cup peanut oil





Peel and grate the potatoes and place in a sieve to drain. Put in a clean dishtowel to squeeze out any remaining moisture. Place in a bowl and add the garlic, cilantro, paprika, cayenne pepper, salt and pepper and mix well.

In a large nonstick frying pan heat the oil, and place spoonfuls of the potato mixture and flatten with the back of a spoon. Leave to fry until golden brown for about 3 minutes. Turn over to brown the other side. Serve hot with the fried eggs.

Spicy Sausages (Sausages Na’aniq)

Makes 30 sausages



	1 lb finely ground lamb, not too lean (shoulder cut is fine)

	½ tsp ground ginger

	1 tsp cinnamon

	1 tsp nutmeg

	1 tsp allspice

	½ tsp cloves

	1 Tbsp sugar

	1 clove garlic, mashed

	½ tsp mahlab ground with ½ tsp salt

	½ cup pine nuts

	2 Tbsp pomegranate molasses

	¼ cup olive oil for frying

	1 lemon, half of it cut into wedges to garnish

	salt and pepper

	pomegranate molasses, to garnish





Have your butcher grind the meat twice so it has a smoother texture and use meat that has some fat like the shoulder. The flavor is much better. Add all of the spices, mashed garlic, pine nuts and pomegranate molasses. Cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate for 4 hours to allow the flavors to mingle. Shape into mini-sized sausages, wetting your hands in cold water to prevent sticking.

In a large frying pan heat the olive oil and fry the sausages until brown all over. Squeeze a little lemon juice near the end of cooking. Toss to coat all of them. Serve the sausages hot with a lemon wedge on the side and a drizzle of pomegranate molasses.

A breakfast treat your family and friends will never forget. The aroma of hot scones just coming out of the oven is like nothing else. (And yes, ¼ cup baking powder is correct – there are no eggs in this recipe, and baking powder is the only raising agent.) I always have mascarpone cheese lightened with cream and flavored with orange zest on the side. I’ve added Arabic flavors to this well-known British pastry. It will make you a morning person again.
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Date and Orange Scones

Makes 16 scones



	4½ cups flour

	1 cup unsalted cold butter, cut into small cubes

	1 cup sugar

	¼ cup baking powder

	1 tsp cardamom

	1 tsp nutmeg

	zest of 1 orange

	2 cups pitted and chopped dates

	1 cup heavy cream

	¾ cup milk




	eggwash (2 eggs beaten with 1 Tbsp milk)

	muscovado sugar





Preheat the oven to 400°F. In a large bowl put the flour and cold butter cubes. Using your fingers and working fast to keep the mixture cold, rub the butter into the flour until you get a crumbly consistency. Add the sugar, baking powder, cardamom, nutmeg, orange zest and the dates. Mix with your hands to distribute evenly. Pour in the cream and milk and mix with a spatula using a light hand. A light touch ensures that the scones will be light and fluffy. Turn out the soft, sticky dough on a floured surface. Fold over the dough a couple of times to shape into a square, dusting with a little flour. Roll out to about a 1-inch thickness.

I use a 2-inch-square cookie cutter to cut the scones, but feel free to use other shapes. Gather the remaining dough, reroll and cut. Lay scones on a baking tray lined with parchment paper, keeping them 1 inch apart. Brush with eggwash. Sprinkle each scone with the muscovado sugar. Bake in a preheated oven for 15–20 minutes until puffed and golden on top. They are sweet enough to eat plain. Delicious with mascarpone spread, jam or honey.

Mascarpone Cheese Spread



	1 cup mascarpone cheese

	½ cup heavy cream

	zest of 1 orange

	2 Tbsp honey





Mix all of the ingredients in a bowl and serve alongside the hot scones.
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Labneh starts out as laban, which is the Arabic word for yogurt. Labneh is thick and silky and a perfect dip when you add different herbs or vegetables to it. The following are three of my favorite combinations. You can find ready-made labneh at many Middle Eastern grocers. Some are good but homemade is best and so easy to make! Just plan to start making it two days before serving.

[image: ]

Labneh Three Ways

4–6 servings each



	1 cup labneh

	½ cup fresh mint, stems removed, chopped

	pinch of sea salt




	1 cup labneh

	½ handful fresh thyme, chopped

	pinch of sea salt

	2 Tbsp toasted sesame seeds




	1 cup labneh

	10 kalamata olives, pitted and chopped coarsely

	10 green olives, pitted and chopped coarsely

	pinch of sea salt




	extra virgin olive oil





Refer to the recipe this page if you are using homemade labneh.

Make each version of labneh by combining the ingredients. Taste to add more salt if necessary. Spread each labneh combination in a small, shallow plate.

With the back of a spoon make indentations for the olive oil, to be poured over the labneh before serving. Eat with crispy pita wedges (see recipe this page) or as a dip for vegetables.

A lovely bread to have with breakfast instead of toast. These little thyme (za’atar) stars are traditionally made with a lot of oil but I cut back to make them more fluffy. The semolina gives them a crispy texture. I use the wild thyme commonly available in the Middle East (see this page), but you may substitute fresh oregano (which is closely related to wild thyme) or a decreased amount of regular thyme. These stars are nice to eat with labneh or any white cheese like feta or halloumi. I always have containers of these in the freezer ready for when Mimi’s friends drop by.

[image: ]

Fresh Thyme Stars

Makes 24 stars



	4 cups flour

	1 cup semolina or cornmeal

	1 tsp baking powder

	1 tsp salt

	1 Tbsp sugar

	1 Tbsp instant dry yeast

	½ cup olive oil

	2½ cups lukewarm water

	7 handfuls fresh wild thyme (or fresh oregano), washed, drained and stems removed

	1 tsp sea salt

	olive oil, for brushing





In a large bowl put the flour, semolina, baking powder, salt, sugar and yeast. Mix well. Gradually add half of the oil and all the water and mix to form a dough. It should be soft and pliable. Pour the thyme leaves over the dough, drizzle the remaining olive oil and salt, and incorporate the leaves into the dough with your hands. Cover the bowl with a damp cloth and put it in a dark draft-free place to rise for 1½ hours.

Preheat the oven to 400°F. Roll out the dough to a 1-inch thickness on an oiled surface and cut with any desired cookie cutter (I like to use a star shape). Brush each star with olive oil and bake for 15 minutes until golden brown. They are best hot out of the oven. Freeze any extras.

[image: ]




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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